Sclerosing cholangitis in ulcerative colitis. A follow-up study.
In the 5-year period 1974-78, 48 (14%) of 336 patients with ulcerative colitis were found to have hepatobiliary disease. Endoscopic retrograde cholangiography (ERC) was successfully performed in 39 of these 48 patients, and sclerosing cholangitis was demonstrated in 19. One is excluded from this series because Crohn's disease was diagnosed at reclassification of the bowel disease. Two of the 18 patients with ulcerative colitis and sclerosing cholangitis have died, one of cholangiocarcinoma and one of an unrelated cause. The remaining 16 patients have been observed for a median period of 6 years (3-13 years) since the diagnosis of hepatobiliary disease. Ten have remained symptom-free, four have had intermittent or non-progressive symptoms, and two have developed symptoms of advanced chronic liver disease. The bilirubin level, which was initially raised in one of the patients, was elevated in four at the follow-up examination. Otherwise the laboratory values have remained stationary. Evidence of a progression of the hepatobiliary disease was found in most patients by repeated liver biopsy and particularly ERC. It is concluded that sclerosing cholangitis may remain asymptomatic for several years. Since progressive cholangiographic changes were often seen without concomitant worsening of symptoms, laboratory data, and liver biopsy findings, it is concluded that these criteria are of limited use in evaluating the progression of this disease.